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Too frequently, the student/teacher writing 


conference is an undifferentiated and unplanned experience. . 
Consideration of the:interview process in the field of social work 
can substantially improve the quality of student/teacher conferences. 
Basically, seven elements are requisite to any integrated conference: 


.engagement, problem exploration, problem identification, agreement to. 


work on the problem together, task assignment, soluticn, and - 
termination. (KS) 
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[Prologue] 


oo 


\ _ Except:what I do in the classroom, the student-teacher 
conference is my most Ce pedagogical activity. Yet 
too often the conference is an undifferentiated dibertenees 
“It's just 2 pleasant conversation that happens when a student — 
walks through the doorway of my office. Or it's a fairly 
earnest conversation about some personal.concern of a student 
who thinks me worthy of his trust. Or a functional conversa- 
tion-about which courses she needs to' take or which electives 
she'd peebabily enjoy. Or, even, it's an invigorating ‘discus- 
sion, prompted by something the student has read, about a 
matter .we never got to in class. Or--here's the conference 
that most needs to be. differentiated from the, others--it' sa 
Student or teacher-initiated meeting as ‘purpose is to: 


resolve a eroblen that has arisen because of’ our 5 comraal 
ss 


teacher relationship. 
In the classroom his relationship is defined quite 
 tidilys by time, space, an and tradition, My preparation for’ 


‘ 


teaching has largely:-overwhelming--been preparation to 


assume the classroom role of instructor, ‘Instructor~ of- 


aa 


individual-gtudents, yes, ut indiructer of a class of individ- 
ual’ students. So when Mike cones: to see me-after I put a Don 
whis jast’ paper, or when Jeanne cones WS see me after I told 

her to, how do I know. what. fo daz : ean rely on instinct, on. 
social convention, on past tclal- -aitd-error, and hope: that this 
conference "works." But, bécatied’ the student+ teacher confer- 
ence is an important part of my Aetually Teaching, I should 

. have something mone substantial’ than hope to reIy'on. 

Thinking recently about. how I could make my, conferences 
with students more effective, how I could inform "the confer= 
ence" with the same sort,of order and productivity, that I 
strive for in each of my STAERRe. I found myself posing this 
questions “What is the process. of abe student- -teacher confer-’ 
ence?" Because it isa good question I avoided it by. framing 
two Oehens easier ones: "Why do I dnvite a student tg confer 
with ne? and /"Why does a student initiate a conference?" 

These two pee liaaneny questions are fairly. easy. Never- 
thelieed, answers to shen ‘are ampor tant because the answers 
io tae specific issues to which conferences should be. respon- 
Sive. SENSE my answers about my motivations (and, where 
, analogous, about students’ motivations): 

(a) Recurring errors ina student's writing that are not 
being eliminated or ‘improved upon (recurring low 
grddes. and the desire to so something about them). 


" 
(bv) Good things about a Student's papers or examination 


answers or class discussion that I want to emphasize 


‘ 


and use as a base for the student's further learning. 
This is a noble reason insofar as "positive reinforce- 
ment" needs to ‘be dispensed more frequently; its 
ulterior aspect--justifiable nevertheless--is its 
possible efficacy’ in ‘recruiting “good students" into 
other English courses.! w 
The completely messed-up paper - examination, or 
one with wild confusions that ard too detailed to 
explain in marginal comments (an F or D that elicits 
"Where did I mess up?" or "How do I >egin to fix this?") 
(d) Simply the desire to go over a paper or Skandal nti 
‘answer with its author, so the student can see haw I 
read student writing, now-I would improve it, how I 


would reorganize this or that (general dissatisfac- 


tion with C's and the desire to find out how, speci- 
‘ > 


fically, to write che and exams). 


An apparent problem with a student's attitude or 
motivation. 

A "disciplinary" problem: _ to pfeserve civility in 

the classroom before classes become 50-minute ordeals, | 


* 


Each of these motivations will define the process of the 


* Sradienlgy seo yon them separately later on. But all 
lead back: to i as the process of the student-teacher 


conference?" % » 


~ 


The answer, in general, is “helping the student.“ But 


~ 


‘ = a 


, = ‘ 
/ 
the answer is not°quite that simple. If it were, we teachers 
would not feel somewhat uneasy about the effect of conferences-- 
we would notggsk ourselves or, more tellingly, avoid asking 


ourselves at the end of a conference "Did I accomplish anything, 


really?" Still, the conference-process is simple once we 
realize that simplicity can be attained by integrating a 


, 6 
number of partial processes and elements. Integrating does 


not mean meine partly by instinct and partly by insecurity, / 
a . ’ 
‘on the informality of a person-to-person meeting and hoping / 
that informality will obscure the rough edges. Nor does it . d 


mean following some ean NE eee ritual as a way of imposing / 


eS on an experience instead of allowing form to grow from / 


or to help define the PREETSENGE: Integrating means first 7, 8 
becoming aware of the dynamics of Aeetinesbnanyeerties she | 
then "going with" the dynamics so that they are eon 

and effective. : ‘ 

Wha t*we call the student-teacher conference, social 
‘ workers call the interview. For them, in-the-office meeting 
with another berson, one-to- -one, is their primary profes¢ional 
eetAve ty it is analogous to our meeting .our students in the 
eleberdon Because the interview (conference )‘is vitally, 
. important to their nd of "helping," social workers have ge tee 
‘analyzed the process ‘the better to realize their goals. . 


Because the problems they seek. to alleviate by -means of inteee 


views are usually os far greater” human importance than an - F * ee 
oN 


| on a paper or a Don an eet J social workers’ analysis is 


We English teachers can fruit- 
\ 
fully apply the results of their analysis to achieve more 


more than haphazardly refi pads 


consistently and effectively the sedawaelnal purposes that. 


are our special ‘business. 


{Process} | % 
The procgss' of. the interview (for us, the student- 
_ teacher conference) has seven elements: engagement, problem 


exploration, problem identification, agreement to work on the 


S34) 4 


‘ problem together, task assignment, solution, and termination. 
In the specific contexts, of course-related problems that are 
complex, the! entire process may axkend through several confer- 
ences. | ipa when we are confronting a student' s fairly 
a ; simple problem, we need to make use’ of the entire process 
(much abbreviated) for best effect. That is to say, these 
saver: HLaienes are requisite ‘fo any integrated--and thus, 


madé-simple--conference. 


‘ Engagement: to begin in an atmosphere of courtesy, to put 
the Suet at ease, to identify one' s purpose ria expertise, 
to convey one's’ acceptance of the student, andj. when appropri- | | 
ate, establish some commitment to confidentiality. 
‘the conference begins when the studerit appears at the 
fet. office door or, if the teacher has initiated it, when the 
“student is asked to "stop by my office." In this ites case, | 
an ominous "I want to See yous Come by my office 40130 on 
Tuesday" ig counterproductive. Much better is something like 


-* 
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“Jeff, I've noticed that your papers so far have a lot of 
errors in diction; they'd be considerably better if you worked 
on a couple of anwuipen things. Could you make it to my office . 
16150: Tuteday? Wo Rodd valk abouk We bhlnes tee woude 
especially improve your writing." From these examples, it 
becomes obvious that -one aspect of engagement is amiability: 
of the sort that dispels the image of teacher as Draconian 
judge. | . 

Related to verbal courtesy — two matters of non-verbal 
ete a, furniture and phone. A large desk, ghether 
paper-strewn or barren, interposed between’ student and teacher 
is a formidable barrier. It reinstates the unfortunate aspect 
of “distance” that is typical of ‘the classroom-with-lectern 

“and conteaaicte the ideal of personal relation that the confer- 
ence, by its nature, should embody. And, as (A) is "bad," so 
are (B) and (C)s (B) because the conferees talk past each 
other, (C) Because they are forced into eyeball-to-eyeball 


yi 


é iP ; . 
. contact with little hope of escape. 


{D), in one form or another, offers the best physical 
arrangement because both persons are able to look at the 


student's work simultaneously, and Secause their face-to-face 


ry 
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confrontations are voluntary and intermittent. hese there is 
the phone. Wnless a telephone call is really impertant, it 
is secondary to the conference in progress. Our callers, 
knowing that we are teachers, should understand why we'd 
prefer to call back later instead of forcing studehts to 

Ne Suaudie unwillingly and uncomfortably. In the rare event 
of an expected phone call, it is courteous. to advise the . 
student of a possible interruption. -Such physical matters 
may seem incidental, but they do affect the process of a 
conference. 

Identifying one's svoetbiee is neither so egotistical 
nor so obvious as ‘it appears. By saying "diction" (not 
merely "problems") and "two things" (not "if you would work ° 
at your writing"), the teacher indicates Her or his grasp of 
the matter at hand. To the student, these ase Sndivetlons 
that the "bad papéers" are not hopeless and bike rk teacher 
can and will suggest ways to make them better. 

Conveying acceptance ‘of the student, no matter het 
the reason for the conference,.is utterly important. To be 
sure, this acceptance is not unconditional (the attitude of 
the saintly or the foolish), but it is acceptance of the . 
student, the person, distinct from her or his behavior.’ 
_Especially in the context ‘of English courses, students tend 
‘not to make the vital distinction between themselves and 


their written productions. Their papers and examination 


answers, they feel, are expressions of themselves, andethé 


~ 


fe 


teacher who writes F or D on a paper is likely thought of as 


having stamped “inferior"/"dumb"/"worthless" upon a. sensitive 


soul. <As the expert in matters of language and literature, 


‘the teacher must--often explicdtly--remind the student that 


_the problem is-performance, behavior, product, rather than~™ 


“ultimate competence or self. It is the paper that. is unaccept- 
able, Lie words and phrases that are ineffective, not the | 
student' s 5 personality, = : 

In most, cases a commitment to confidentiality may be 
implicit. It happens when a teacher realizes and indirectly 
communicates the ‘awareness that nobody likes to have her, or 
his shortcomings publipized, and that almost everybody is 
Seocenimie snauek to assume that her or his behavior is worthy 
of widespread notice. When the conference addresses a student's 
problem with attitude or discipline, however, an explicit. 
commitment is appropriate and necessary. To tell the student 


that the present discussion will remain confidential is to 


reveal the’ teacher's respect for the student and also the 


teacher's “professionalism." 
Pp 


p probed oxptoratin to get ‘the student to consider waotnee’ 


mis not his writing has (or is)'a "problem," to get the student 
“to identify the problem. 

Begun during the engagement (with the mention of poor 
grades or diction, for example), exploration is simply guiding 
the student in his assessment of his writing so that the ‘process 


of the conference answers the student's. f, 1t need. Unless this_ 


g 7 es 


* 
‘exploration is miveued, the conference becomes a cee one 
; person pontificating, the other neither hearing hor caring 
what is said. 

While exploration primarily elicits th ie student's com- 
mitment to the learning process, it does require the guidance 
of the teacher. “To the discouraged or insecure student "every- 
thing" about the paper is "wrong" and all things are equally 
"bad." The teacher knows better; thus the teacher" s responsi- 
bility is to lead the student to identify the most serious 
problems in his writins This leadership has two styles: the 
non- nt ee ‘and . the directive/straightforward. 
“The choice is the teacher's; the variables are the teacher's 
personality, the student's attitude and ability to analyze hie? 


own. writing, and, probably, the pressure of time. 
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Problem identification: to:isolate, as specifically as possj/- 


ble, the most serious” problem. 

Developing naturally’ from exploration, {annttel eabion 
jeads both student and teacher to the functional purpose of 
the gonference’. It is: necessary for the student to perceive. 
what, precisely, is the matter with her writing. It is 
equally necessary for student and teanhen to agree about the 
nature of the problem and to share a sense of confidence 
"about the teacher's ability to help with its solution. 

‘In most: conferences--except those ‘few that happily 
deal with several actually minor lapses in style--it'is 
psychologically necessary to limit identification to the 
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most pressing cause (perhaps two causes) of the weaknesses in 


the student's writing. Partly out of Sincerity but partly out 


+ . ‘ i 
éf a natural-desire to avoid the logical consequenée (working’ 


on the problem), the student is likely to broaden the context 


‘of identification: "But what about Sc soeoK The teacher's i 


_Respohsi bility is to answer by auttine these other ha bhRES ‘in 
perspective, to resist the temptation to’ talk ahoiwk then; and 
to re-focus the conference process on the sceten being iden- 


tified. . Only then can both student and teacher move on 
x ‘ 


toward solutions. ’ ' 


Agteonent to “yoitie on the problem togethers self- evident. 


: ‘The challénge of this part of the process is twofold. 


First, the student not only has to agree avout what the 


problem is but has to agree to do something: (with the help 


'. of the teacher ). Merely Sa Tne it over" is not enough. 


Second, the teacher has i ‘feel bound to limit her or his 
srteaey to the problem identified. Beware of "hidden agenda": 
the conference is-about the student's writing, not about the 
student's position, possibly different frdm the teacher's, 

ona controversial topic. The conference is a context for 
helping | the student; it is not an opportunity ‘for the teacher 
to wax pedantic or authoritative in some eloquent exposition 
of the teacher's pet,ideas. In brief, agreement is the 
student's, to do something; and is the teacher's, to facili- 
tate that (and only that)” aonne: If NBR PeseE yy the terms of 


thig a arreenene can be renegotiated--but at a later times ere 
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for another a 


/ ° 
Task .assignment: to articulate clearly what the student must do. 


Althowzh the teacher's expertise gives her or him the 
weightier voice in the assignment, the student must partici- 
pate in it, too. The student should collect data (how many 
shifts in person in the last two themes?) si a the ° 
data (fewer of these. errors in: ‘the second than in _the first 
paper?) or else the student will be bound’ always to the judg-. 
ment of another for the improvement--even the socaeeushtae 
her own writing. _ 

Besides checking. the student's accuracy in data collec- 
tion and interpretation, the teacher must: emphasiz&® the ) 
priorities determined by the identification. 3S he student's 
most frequent errors are pronouns without antecedents, the 
teacher must make sure the assigned task has to do*with the 
reference of aranonis ; 

Depending on the student/problem, the fulfillment of 
the assignment gets done ‘during the ‘conference, or as a take- 
home exercise, or both. Satisfactory fulfillment leads to 


the next part of the conference. 


- 
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Solution: when, by mutual recognition, the problem is elim- 
inated or eliminated ‘to the extent that it satisfies the 
‘paalistic expectations of both student and teacher< 


It is.almost always necessary, from a pedagogical/ / 


practical and a psychological point of view, to include the 


na 


ae ome oo 


* 
* 


_ solution--or an attempt at it--in the conference. If the 


Student;tdoes in fact correct several sentences with ambiguous * 
pronduine. duniae the esafenende: the teacher knows that the | 
student has identified the problem and has in dane extent 
progressed toward the solution; and the student has a tangible 
experience upon which to base some realistic exvectation of 
future improvement. tackling specific examples of the problem | 
in the-teacher's office gives the student an important sense 
of accomplishment. : 

‘To enhance this feeling, to make it operative outside 
the teacher's office, and to ingyre that the student will in 
fact be working toward a solution, the teacher and student 
should in most situations agree further on some sorteef take- 
home exercise, Psychologically, the performance (or lack of 
performance ) of the exerctee indicates to the teacher the 
seriousness of the Student's intention to improve. Similarly, 
for the student suétita’ take-home exercise is a specific 
context in which to work for the desired:goal. The exercise 
extends the process of the conference; by its demands on both 
_student's (doing it) and teacher's (reviewing it) time, it 
also emphasizes the importance of the process. 

Ultimate "solutions" are probably attained seldom if 
at all. In the context of a student-teacher conference, 
‘heweE®; solution is relative. In the case of a "mixed-up" 
paper, the solution may be simply the student's recognition 


that he failed to develop the statements he set forth 


+ 
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emphatically in hits first paragraph; that his essay really 
- requires anothef canaecaut which just as emphatically identi- 
fies the ideas that he actually did develop. In the case of 
the. problem with pronoun refevehds, the solution may be fie 
student's recognitton-tana evidence therefor) that "this" 
may not properly refer to some "idea". hovering above ‘the 
preceding six lines of writing. Or the solution nines more 
behavioral and nofe relative: if, in the next written class 
assignment, pronoun-problems exist but no longer abound, both 
student and teacher may conclude that some solution has been 
attained. ; | . 
Reaching a solution means that the process\ of the 
conference is nearly completed. It may also mean that another 
process--renegotiating identifiestion and task assignment-- 
should be initiated. If the latter, another conference is 
in order, to deal with other of the student's course-related 
problems. Before beginning another identification, however, 
give the present conference a real conclusion; both student 


‘and teacher deserve to feel a sense of accomplishment. 
«NX 
Terminagion: “endings are important" translated into word 


and deed. 
A solution having been reached, the student especially 
needs. to be aw eet. Most simply, termination is engage- 
ment in reverse; the promises of engagement, however, have 


been fulfilled by the experience of the conference. Termina- 


& 


ae 
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tion ought to include some expression of the teacher's | 
confidence in the student's ability (native or developed 
during the conference) to tackle the identified problem with 
good probability of success. Thus termination: an integrated 
process completed, some specific goal(s) outlined or achieved, 
arid the student-teacher relation strengthened. 
[Footnote] 2 

As I suggested before, conferences. that address a 
student's apparent difficulty with attitude or motivation ™ 
and those that are prompted by a teacher's concern about a 
student's disruptive classroom behavior are special cases. 


These conferences require a somewhat different pracess, 


\ 
especially in the ways that problems are identified and 


solutions achieved. Very few English teachers are thompuehly 
competent clinical psychologists, nor is psychological 
counseling ("helping the dysfunctional person" as opposed 
to “helping the student as student") part of our teaching 
duties. Unless the "problem" turns out to be a misunder-_ 
standing that gets resolved without much ado, the conference 
: ought to produce a referral to the school's student counseling 
service. And the referral need not be a traumatizing “Wow, 
do you need help!" for two matter-of-fact reasons. 

First, a college or university-includes many depart- 
ments; “Fnglish" and the "Counseling Center" are in this 
respect equivalent. By advising a troubled student to confer 


with another professional member of the faculty, the English 
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teacher is’ not making a value judgment about the student. 
Instead, the English teacher is identifying the limits of 
her or his expertise--is suggesting only that the student's 
problem lies beyond the teacher's range of professional 
competence..__This. departmental equivalency, minus value 
judgments, aeand a lot more emphasis than I can give it here. 
Second, the “Counseling Center" is nota place only. 
for freaked-out. weirdos. In most schools, the major coun- 
seling emphasis (es creatiubelessal cash, not psychological. 
Thus, “to see a counselor" may be any number of things, and 
nobody knows what sort of counseling goes on-behind the 
counselor's office door. If the teacher withholds all 
premature diagnoses--as she or he responsibly must--the 
teacher is suggesting only that the schigasuik explore with a 
better qualified person the causes of the student's apparent 
problem. It may be that the student does not want to be in 
college and would find a vocationally-oriented kind of 
schooling mong germane; it may be that the student's problem 
is medical or nutritional, The MMPI and SCII? look the same 
to persons passing the testing room; and people who pass the 
testing room are at the Co naeltne Center for good reasons 
of their own. 
(Epilogue) 


An integrated studgnt-teacher conference may take 


fewer wert ing this does. Each of the components 


of the conference esa blends into the others and receives 
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\ 
the emphasis required by each individual, student and teacher. 


¢ 
Ee value of perceiving the conference as a SoREreny process 


is obvious: the perception influences the experience. — 


a 


5 Lehigh University 
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4 In the analysis that follows, these “good things” 


are not explicitly dealt with. Although a somewhat less 
formal conference usually suffices for the positive reinforce- 
ment these good things SSEEVEy they may profitably be treated 


as happy analogues. of the “problems" ih are discussed. 


2 For my identification of the seven elements and 
‘their theoretical ramifications I am indebted to my husband, ~ 
Steven Maier. His "special business" is family counseling 


and the education of fwture social workers. 


3 the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory and 
the athe Campbell Interest Inventory, the first a true 
“psychological test? and the second merely a systematic way 


to measure a person's interests. 
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